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Reviews

Film Review: Mulan (2020)
By Josefine Pettit
The legendary woman warrior, Hua Mulan, has long been in the
spotlight of Chinese folktales and other entertainment, and she is
considered a strong woman figure in Chinese society. She has been
featured in paintings, poetry, dramas, ballads, and films from the
fourth century to the present. The tale of Mulan has been known
since China’s Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534 CE), and it has
recently received the glamorized treatment of Disney and
Hollywood. While there have been some common themes, values,
and ideas, the story has also changed through the years, and thus,
the classic poem, “The Ballad of Mulan,” and the 2020 film
“Mulan,” provide a glimpse of the values of Chinese culture and
society in history and today.
The earliest known version of the story of Mulan dates to
the fifth or sixth century in a poem called “The Ballad of Mulan.”1
Though the ballad is not dated and the author is unknown, it gives
a good glance at Chinese society’s ideas. Even though the ballad is
only five stanzas long, it reveals what was happening in Chinese
history at the time. During the Northern Wei period, there were
two different Chinese dynasties in the north and south. In northern
China, the ethnic Tuoba rulers were nomad tribes that had created
the Wei kingdom, close to their homelands. The Han Chinese
(today the ethnic majority of China) looked down on the Tuoba
clan and considered them barbarians. The Han believed that the
Tuoba Wei lacked traditional Chinese cultural refinement.
1

One full version of the poem was reproduced in Hans H. Frankel, The
Flowering Plum and the Palace Lady: Interpretations of Chinese Poetry. See,
“The Ballad of Mulan,” in The Flowering Plum and the Palace Lady:
Interpretations of Chinese Poetry, Hans H. Frankel (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1976), 68–72.
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Although in reality, the Tuoba Wei had begun to assimilate aspects
of Chinese culture by incorporating values and government
structure.
Centuries earlier, Confucianism emerged as the major
philosophical foundation of Chinese society. It required all
members of society to know their roles and their place within the
family and society. Reciprocal relationships included devotion to
family elders, maintaining social harmony, and political hierarchy.
The roles of girls and women were established in the “Three
Obediences” (first to father, then husband, then son), and “Four
Virtues” (ethics, speech, manners, and works, all in relation to the
previous obediences). As historians Sarah Shaver Hughes and
Brady Hughes note in their study of women in ancient
civilizations, Confucianism’s “prescriptions of humility, meekness,
modesty, and hard work continued to be copied by generations of
young women until the twentieth century.”2
This context of Confucianism in “The Ballad of Mulan”
shows Mulan’s Confucian devotion to her parents, also known as a
daughter’s filial piety. Her father was about to be conscripted as a
soldier and she acknowledged that if her father went into the battle
that he might die. She wanted to act quickly to protect her father.
In the ballad, she states:
Father has no grown‑up son,
Mulan has no elder brother.
I want to buy a saddle and horse,
And serve in the army in Father’s place.3
For Mulan, her duty of being a child to a parent was
extremely important to her. She believed she must go in place of
her father because of her Confucian devotion to save her father
2

Sarah Shaver Hughes and Brady Hughes, “Women in Ancient Civilizations,”
in Agricultural and Pastoral Societies in Ancient and Classical History, ed.
Michael Adas (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001), 134.
3
“The Ballad of Mulan,” 68–72.
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from a terrible fate. Understanding traditional gender roles, Mulan
decided to hide her gender, wear armor, and go to war. It is worth
noting that the ballad only mentions the issue of her gender in the
final portion of the poem:
“I open the door to my east chamber,
I sit on my couch in the west room,
I take off my wartime gown
And put on my old‑time clothes.”
Facing the window she fixes her cloudlike hair,
Hanging up a mirror she dabs on yellow flower powder
She goes out the door and sees her comrades.
Her comrades are all amazed and perplexed.4
It is surprising that “The Ballad of Mulan” only focuses on
the gendered aspect of the story near the final lines. The ballad
would have been even more shocking in a Confucian world, as it
blurs the lines of traditional gender identity:
Traveling together for twelve years
They didn’t know Mulan was a girl.
“The he‑hare’s feet go hop and skip,
The she‑hare’s eyes are muddled and fuddled.
Two hares running side by side close to the ground,
How can they tell if I am he or she?”5
“The Ballad of Mulan,” and the many works of art and
literature that it inspired, seem to contradict traditional Confucian
gender norms, but these norms have certainly changed over time.
Throughout the centuries, the ballad inspired different poems,
paintings, and dramatic depictions that have been put into
entertainment. In the past few decades, Mulan has been featured in

4
5

“The Ballad of Mulan,” 68–72.
Ibid., 68–72.
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several films in China and two versions by Disney, one in 1998
and one in 2020.
In the 2020 Disney film version of “Mulan,” directed by
Niki Caro and starring Liu Yifei as Mulan, there is a focus on
virtues that are upheld in Chinese culture throughout history and
still celebrated today. These virtues are introduced by Mulan’s
father, whose sword is engraved with the characters: “loyal, brave,
true.” He taught Mulan the virtues of the warrior and that she can
be brave and strong and that gender does not define all that she is.
Throughout the film, Mulan was uneasy about the virtue of truth
because she felt that she was not being true to herself and that she
was pretending to be a man to protect her family. Ultimately,
Mulan returned home victorious, but her father’s sword had been
destroyed in battle. The emperor sent her a new sword with a
single character engraved on it representing “devotion to family”
(xiao).
There have been several versions of Mulan’s story told in
recent films with new characters introduced. One completely new
character added to the 2020 film was Xian Lang, a martial arts
warrior with powers of sorcery. She was able to shapeshift into
people and animals and possess people to force them to do her
work. Xian Lang’s character “becomes a villainous analog to
Mulan—a woman who is similarly under the thumb of men and is
struggling to ascend to her full potential.”6 Xian Lang was so
powerful that people were afraid to point out that she was a witch.
Recognizing that Mulan was a woman, Xian Lang tried to point
out they were the same, just on different paths. This relationship
shows a particular interest in gender in the new retelling of the
original story.
The film received positive reviews but the COVID-19
pandemic prevented a full global cinematic release. There was also
controversy related to the film regarding the lead actor’s (Liu
6

Yohana Desta, “Mulan: Gong Li’s Witch Character Is More Than Meets the
Eye,” Vanity Fair, September 4, 2020.
www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2020/09/mulan-gong-li-character-interview.
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Yifei) statements following the protests and police crackdowns in
Hong Kong throughout the preceding year. In 2019, protestors
opposing decreased autonomy in Hong Kong and more direct
control of the region by Beijing had been attacked by the Hong
Kong Police with pepper spray, tear gas, and rubber bullets. Liu
Yifei made her stance on the issue clear by stating on social media:
“I also support the Hong Kong police”; she included heart and
strong-arm emojis.7 Many outside of the People’s Republic of
China disapproved of her actions, believing that she was opposing
human rights. This resulted in a movement to boycott the film.
Even though there was controversy over the last film, Hua
Mulan has meant different things in different times and for
different people. Today, she can be seen as a woman who
transcended inequality and gender oppression, which certainly is
something that women still deal with in the home, the workplace,
and politics. But she also gave us insight into family relationships,
fathers and daughters, and family honor. In political terms, she can
be the hero for those who fight for their nation and who answer the
call to service, no matter the cost. Since she can mean so many
things, Mulan continues to empower women to fight for whatever
they believe is right. Her tale will always live on for people to tell
her story.

7

Andrew R. Chow, “Why Fans Called for Mulan Boycott Amid the Film’s
Release,” Time, March 2, 2020. https://time.com/5653973/mulan-boycott-liuyifei/.
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